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Case Report
Michigan Sustainability Case:
Struggles over Science: What Is the Role
for Science in Community Forestry in Nepal?
Rebecca Rutt1 and Meghan Wagner2
Background
The Michigan Sustainability Cases
(MSC) initiative produces case studies
for sustainability education. Housed in
the School for Environment and Sus-
tainability at the University of Michi-
gan, MSC builds on the tradition of
case-based learning, long used in ﬁelds
such as business,medicine, and law.By
coupling a compelling narrative about
a complex sustainability problem with
informative multimedia elements and
an engaged learning exercise, MSC is
reinvigorating the case method, mak-
ing it more exciting and inclusive.
Individual case studies are produced
by teams of students, faculty, and
practitioners and are published on
an open-access learning platform at
learngala.com. MSC has been produc-
ing and piloting case studies since 2016,
covering a wide range of sustainability
dilemmas.
Introduction
This case revolves around the forests,
forest users, and forest bureaucracy
of Nepal. In Nepal, forests are not
only important for the national
economy but are also critical to the
livelihoods of many rural house-
holds, supplying ﬁrewood, timber,
fodder for animals, and nutrients for
cropped ﬁelds. The country’s Com-
munity-Based Forest Management
regime, introduced in the 1980s, was
expected to contribute to both re-
source sustainability and rural live-
lihood improvements by permitting
users to manage and exploit the local
forests upon which they depend. It
appeared to be largely a success, but
by the early 2000s, concerns arose
anew about the long-term sustain-
ability and economic viability of
local management. The Ministry of
Forestry and Soil Conservation re-
sponded by incorporating a more
scientiﬁc rationale and technical
obligations into the forest manage-
ment plans that serve as a precon-
dition to transferring authority to
local community groups. The new
rules required technical forest as-
sessments to generate data about the
resource and thereby form the basis
for planning, including exploitation
regimes and silviculture activities.
The new requirement was expected
to better safeguard and promote
sustainable resource use through
better data about forests, and the
forest assessments were justiﬁed by
their supposed relevance to daily
forest management tasks.
However, the role of such technical
approaches in actual community-level
management remains unclear. An in-
creasing body of research in Nepal
indicates that some scientiﬁc forest
management plans have been elabo-
rated haphazardly, and that some local
communities base their forest man-
agement on other sources of knowl-
edge.1–4 Research is also shedding light
on the practical challenges of this re-
quirement, as well as the multiple
risks to people and forests that it
brings.5 Additional research has
highlighted misalignment with the
needs and interests of some within
local communities.1 Consequently,
an intense debate has emerged in
Nepal over whether scientiﬁc forest
assessments are necessary and under
what conditions—a debate that is
also occurring in other countries.6–8
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In this case, the reader follows the
deliberations of Dr. Indra Raj Poudel,
the ﬁctionalized Joint Secretary of
Ministry of Forests and Soil Con-
servation of Nepal, as he decides how
best to advise the Minister on whether
to retain, remove, or modify the re-
quirement for scientiﬁc forest assess-
ments in community forestry. The case
asks readers to rethink assumptions
about the appropriate role for science
in natural resource management, to
take context-speciﬁc conditions into
account, and to dig into the unintended
and unacknowledged outcomes of
efforts promoting scientiﬁc forest
management. Speciﬁcally, it intro-
duces learners to the concept of sci-
entiﬁc forestry in a Nepalese context.
The narrative presented in the fol-
lowing sections provides background
on the history of Nepal’s Community
Forestry Programme and its regula-
tory evolution. It also introduces ar-
guments both for and against retaining
scientiﬁc forest management plans.
The full, online version of this case
features additional elements. Edge-
notes (multimedia features displayed
alongside the narrative text) provide
jumping-off points for deeper explo-
ration of issues raised in the case, in-
cluding perspectives from Nepalese
forestry practitioners. The podcast
details the reasons why a top-down
approach to forestry has persisted in
Nepal. Finally, the engaged learning
exercise challenges students to develop
their analytical skills by examining the
rationales behind, and the outcomes
of, scientiﬁc approaches to community
resource management in other coun-
tries. By using a critical lens, students
will becomemore adept at questioning
when and how scientiﬁc approaches
are applied to sustainability problems.
Case Study Introduction
It was late in the year. Dr. Indra Raj
Poudel, Joint Secretary of Ministry
of Forests and Soil Conservation of
Nepal (MFSC), released a long sigh
before taking a sip from his small cup
of strong, sweet milk tea. He glanced
around his ofﬁce, noticing that de-
spite his best efforts, the paperwork
continued to pile up. The late after-
noon light streamed in through the
windows of his third-ﬂoor ofﬁce in
central Kathmandu. Poudel wanted
to go home in time to join his family
for dinner. Tonight his wife would
prepare chatamari—a rice ﬂour pan-
cake that was his favorite.
Yet, an urgent matter demanded his
attention. It was an issue that brought
him back to his youth, growing up in
a rural, forest-dependent village in
the hills of central Nepal. And it was
an issue that had featured throughout
his career, from forestry school train-
ing in the city of Pokhara, to a forestry
PhD in Denmark, and his rise through
the ranks of the Nepalese govern-
ment forest administration. He knew
it wouldn’t be resolved that evening.
But he couldn’t get it off his mind.
Poudel was leading a committee
tasked with advising the Forests and
Soil Conservation Minister on legis-
lation requiring scientiﬁc forest as-
sessments in Nepal’s Community
Forestry Programme.
Forest assessments were intended to
provide a detailed picture of forest
resources. As such, they were a crit-
ical component of scientiﬁc forestry,
a management strategy aimed at
safeguarding sustainability and op-
timizing forest resources. Scientiﬁc
forestry prescribed that forest man-
agement must be based on periodic
plans based on rigorous assessments
of the size of the growing stock (static
inventory). Based on this knowl-
edge, and assumptions regarding
the growth of the forest in response
tomanagement prescriptions, forest
management plans could be drawn
up to guide the management and
harvesting of the forest. The overall
objective was to ensure that timber
harvests did not exceed regrowth
over the long term, thereby ensuring
long term sustainability.
Forest assessments thereby provided
the foundation—and the science—
upon which to construct forest man-
agement plans outlining silviculture
(forest management through inter-
ventions such as thinning, pruning,
etc.) and forest product use. The for-
estry bureaucracy in Nepal (like in
many other countries) saw scientiﬁc
forest management plans as essential
to safeguarding the national interest by
protecting critical environmental and
production values and by their prac-
tical relevance and even necessity in
day-to-day forest management. This
management approach was based on
scientiﬁc forest management princi-
ples and objectives that had been de-
veloped in Germany in the early 19th
century, emphasizing the optimization
of desired forest products (often, tim-
ber). Many national forest bureaucra-
cies and training institutes used these
principles to equip foresters with the
knowledge they needed to bring the
country’s forests under national con-
trol in the name of scientiﬁc forestry.
Forest management plans were a
crucial component of the Commu-
nity Forestry Programme. Com-
munity forestry, sometimes called
participatory forestry, was based on
the principle of ownership, whereby
people who owned (or had stable
access to) resources would better care
for and invest in them. By contrast,
people who were denied access to
critical resources (and even faced
criminal charges if they attempted to
use them) might be more likely to
grab what they could in a haphazard
manner, such as hurriedly chopping
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off live branches for ﬁrewood. Such
practices risked destroying the re-
source.Widespread belief in the value
of ownership drove decentralization
processes around the world over sev-
eral decades. As a result, powers over
resources and governance decisions
were handed down to subnational
levels, including over themanagement
of natural resources like forests.
Community forestry in Nepal had
received substantial attention since
its formal initiation in the late
1980s. The government’s main ob-
jective for its Community Forestry
Programme was to achieve the twin
goals of forest conservation and
poverty reduction, with equal em-
phasis on both. A huge body of
scholarship over the years indi-
cated success not only with respect to
forest conservation and regeneration,9
but also improved local livelihoods,
income generation, public goods
such as infrastructure,10,11 and even
a strengthened local democracy.12
Of course, the picture wasn’t all
rosy.13 Research also suggested that
the beneﬁts of community forestry
tended to land disproportionately on
the social and economic elites,10 and
that such groups also dominated
decision making.14 This typically
meant further excluding those most
dependent on the forest: the rural
poor and/or socially marginalized.
Nevertheless, it was undeniable that
community forestry in Nepal had
become a global model of success.15
However, community forestry in
Nepal had also become increasingly
complex. Forest conditions were lar-
gely improving, and interest blos-
somed in the increasingly valuable
resource. New rules alsomushroomed
in response to growing interest and
use. A particularly contentious issue
appeared to be the requirement for
community forestry groups to pro-
duce scientiﬁc forest management
plans, based upon scientiﬁc forest as-
sessments. Some saw them as a relic of
a long history of Western imperialism
and completely unsuited to Nepal’s
context.16,17 Others believed they were
essential to protecting and maximiz-
ing the value of Nepal’s forest re-
sources. It was Poudel’s task to form a
cohesive recommendation regarding
whether to retain, remove, or modify
the rule requiring the scientiﬁc as-
sessments. How valuable and neces-
sary were they? What were their true
costs? Did they really contribute to
more sustainable forests? He had to
ﬁnd a way to satisfy the diverse needs
and ambitions both of forest users and
of forest bureaucrats.
Origins of Community Forestry
and the Changing Legal Landscape
Since the late 1970s,Nepal’s forest area
had decreased by 1.7 percent annually,
amounting to over 80,000 hectares lost
each year.18 Clearly, something had to
be done. Until the 1980s, centralized,
top-down management was widely
believed to be the way to best conserve
forests. However, mounting evidence
from around the globe showed that
blocking people from the forests upon
which they depended would only
compound the problems. In Nepal,
one of the poorest countries in the
world, natural resources like forests—
rather than manufacturing or service
industries—had long provided crit-
ical products and services for the
majority of households and communi-
ties. Moral, practical, and sustainability
arguments demanded new approaches
to managing local forest resources.
It was recognition of the failure of
centralized forestry, and increasing
appreciation for the value of the own-
ership principle (an agenda also
pushed by the international donor
community), which drove the gov-
ernment to introduce the earliest forms
of community forestry back in the
1980s. Yet, itwasn’t until the ForestAct
of 1993 that robust rights to commu-
nity groups over forest resources,
products, and revenues, as well as sci-
entiﬁc services from the government,
were ﬁrst set down in legal text.
The Act marked the start of the state’s
ofﬁcial Community Forestry Pro-
gramme. Section 25(1) of the Act
stated: The District Forest Ofﬁcermay
hand over any part of a national forest
to a users’ group in the prescribed
manner entitling it to develop, con-
serve, use, andmanage such forest and
sell and distribute the forest products
by independently ﬁxing their prices,
according to a [management plan].19
In fact, all forests in Nepal were the
property of the state. To manage
forests, the country had a Ministry
of Forests and Soil Conservation, a
Department of Forests (and within
that, a Community Forestry Divi-
sion), and subnational district ofﬁces
staffed with forest ofﬁcers. Almost all
75 districts of Nepal had a District
Forest Ofﬁce led by a District Forest
Ofﬁcer (DFO) who managed a staff
of forest rangers. And, as Section 25
(1) made evident, it was largely the
responsibility of these subnational
ofﬁcers and staff to manage the day-
to-day realities of the Community
Forestry Programme.Over the course
of his own career, Poudel had risen
through the ranks. Once a DFO, he
was now close to the very top of the
Ministry—but he remembered well
the challenges of negotiating stafﬁng
and ﬁnancial constraints alongside
the expectations of both the Ministry
and the community groups.
To convince a DFO to hand over a
section of forest, community mem-
bers had to ﬁrst organize themselves
into aCommunity ForestUserGroup
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(CFUG). Group sizes varied widely,
as did the size of forest area. But
all CFUGs were required to submit
forest management plans alongside
other management documents (such
as a constitution containing rules of
membership and income use) to the
DFO for approval. CFUG forest
management plans outlined silvicul-
ture activities and, importantly, es-
tablished rules and limits for harvesting
key forest products such as timber
and ﬁrewood as well as grasses and
other non-timber forest products. This
was meant to sustain the resources
for future generations.
Sections 41 and 42(1) of the same Act
stated: “once formed in the prescribed
manner, a CFUG shall be an autono-
mous and corporate body with per-
petual succession.” But Poudel knew
that “perpetual succession” (in other
words, the preservation of a CFUG’s
claim to a forest) could in fact be in-
terrupted, and legislation in the years
to come introduced exactly such a
possibility.
The year after the Forest Act was
passed, Community Forestry Pro-
gramme Implementation Guidelines
issued by the Ministry of Forest and
Soil Conservation stated that forest
management plans had to have an
expiration date and thus were subject
to renewal. A period of ﬁve or 10 years
was to be established. Like most legis-
lation in most countries across the
world, community forestry legislation
in Nepal had been subject to various
updates and amendments over the
years. Important to thematter at hand,
this principle of renewal had been
perpetuated through subsequent
legislative revisions, and was now
found in the most recent version of
the Guidelines.20
The 1995 Forest Regulation next
outlined the required contents of the
management plans mentioned in the
Act of 1993, stipulating: “the District
Forest Ofﬁcer shall have to provide
technical and other cooperation re-
quired by the concerned Users’Group
to prepare aWork Plan [management
plan] pursuant to this Rule (Section 28
(3)).”21 In other words, the staff of
the District Forest Ofﬁces had to
support the CFUGs in elaborating
forest management plans. This had
resulted in unexpected problems, as
Poudel was discovering.
Meanwhile, the number of CFUGs
grew quickly during the 1990s, and
unsurprisingly, many hoped to gen-
erate income from forest product
sales. Income from timber, ﬁrewood,
and non-timber forest products could
supply many community needs—
things like roads, schools, sanitation
facilities, and other infrastructure that
the government lacked the resources
to broadly supply.
Old Problems and New Restrictions
By the late 1990s, the Ministry of
Forest and Soil Conservation publicly
expressed renewed concern for forest
resources—the same kind of concern
that originally drove the initiation of
community forestry in the country.
Yet this time, the CFUGs and their
local income-generating agendaswere
identiﬁed as posing risks to forests.
The Ministry reacted by issuing a ban
on green (live) tree felling in com-
munity forests in 1999. This decision
had a large ﬁnancial impact, as green
timber commanded the highest value
because it was less likely to be twisted,
broken, or decayed. The ban would
be lifted only for CFUGs whose
management plans were revised or
created on—and this was a critical
point—the basis of a scientiﬁc forest
assessment.22,23
Some suggested that increasing CFUG
timber posed a threat to the Timber
Corporation of Nepal, which was
granted monopoly rights to timber
sales from government forests in the
late 1990s, andwas the actual rationale
behind the ban. (In other words, the
ban was meant to limit timber supply
from the CFUGs, which drove timber
prices down and thereby the proﬁts of
the Corporation).23 Whatever the
reason, the new rule had the effect of
complicating the process of obtaining
or renewing community claims by
CFUGs over forest resources.
Subsequently, Forest Inventory Gui-
delines were issued in 2000 (and later
revised24), providing instructions for
detailed assessments (inventories) to
subnational government authorities
and community groups. Once a sci-
entiﬁc forest assessment was com-
plete, it was to be used to prescribe
the all-important harvest levels of
forest products, as captured in the
management plan. Levels were to be
respected until the forest assessments
were conducted anew.
By 2016, there was much to be proud
of. The deforestation rate seemed to
have declined in accordance with the
spread of community forestry across
the country, from 2 percent annually
between 1990 and 2000, to 1.39 percent
between 2000 and 2005, to 0 percent
change from 2005 to 2010.18 Nepal’s
Community Forestry Programme was
managing around a quarter of Nepal’s
forest resources, and CFUGs across the
country numbered around 18,000. But
this image and the realities of success in
some parts of the country seemed to be
threatened by the demands for more
scientiﬁc interventions such as the as-
sessments.
Beneﬁts and Opportunities
of Scientiﬁc Forest Management
Despite the overall successes, Ne-
palese forests, especially in certain
parts of the country, were receiving
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renewed attention in relation to po-
tential overexploitation and poor
management. Many of the voices
pointing out the emerging prob-
lems also viewed scientiﬁc forest
management as the solution. Local
media outlets publicized reports by
Kathmandu policy makers of dis-
tressing rates of deforestation and
illegal logging in some districts.
The story was alarming: Nepalese
forests were being “relentlessly de-
nuded.” Scientiﬁc forest management
was posited to contribute to more
“effective governance,” for instance
by curbing illegal tree felling.
Not only was the pressure on from
the media. Scientiﬁc approaches were
also in favor with donors, who sought
advice from international organiza-
tions like the United Nations, which
had promoted scientiﬁc forestry
approaches for decades in develop-
ing countries. Experts from wealth-
ier countries were trained in certain
ways to understand and respond to
problems—ways that tended to up-
hold an overarching belief that
market-based economic growth is
the path for development and well-
being. Their methods thus aimed to
maximize forest incomes.
Speaking the same language of sci-
entiﬁc approaches certainly made
countries attractive recipient part-
ners for valuable development pro-
jects, including in forestry. Ofﬁcial
development assistance had consti-
tuted around 5 percent of Nepal’s
gross national income over the past
decade.25 Poudel felt the pressure to
appease international donors.
Perhaps one of the most compelling
arguments in support of scientiﬁc
approaches to forestry stemmed from
predictions of the potential revenue
it could help generate. Recent re-
search demonstrated the substantial
income and development possibilities
of some Nepali community forests. A
colleague at the Department of Forest
had calculated that the old growth
forest in the country’s low-lying area
of Terai could generate revenue of
about (U.S.) $300 million every
year—if managed actively and sci-
entiﬁcally. This amount was much
greater than the combined beneﬁts
collected by the government and re-
ceived by the communities.
It was also believed that scientiﬁc for-
estry could generate thousands of jobs
for youths. This mattered to Nepali
people. An increasing number of Ne-
palese youth were migrating to the
Middle East, often for menial or dan-
gerous jobs. Demand for timber was
booming both domestically, thanks to
the rise in remittances and the service
sector, and from Nepal’s colossal
neighbors, India and China. One gov-
ernment ofﬁcer had appealed to their
colleagues: “The time has come for the
forest technicians to show their tech-
nical capability by introducing scien-
tiﬁc management in these forests.”
Meanwhile, theDirectorGeneral of the
Forest Department argued for scien-
tiﬁc forest management so Nepal did
not spend its “hard-earned remit-
tance money” on foreign timber im-
ports, while “stretches of forests
remain idle at home, due to limited
progress on scientiﬁc forest man-
agement.”This sentiment was echoed
frequently within the Ministry.
Challenges and Constraints
of Scientiﬁc Forestry
While calls mounted for the greater
uptake of scientiﬁc forestry ap-
proaches in community forestry in
Nepal, four problem areas had also
started to emerge from the inclusion
of scientiﬁc forestry to date.
First, there were clearly problems
for resource-dependent communi-
ties. Communities that did not abide
by the rule to create an up-to-date
approved forest management plan
informed by a recent scientiﬁc forest
assessment faced suspension or rev-
ocation of their rights to the forest, as
they could not harvest and sell their
forest products, especially timber. In
fact, there was a backlog of over 5,000
management plans across the coun-
try awaiting scientiﬁc assessments
and approval by local forest author-
ities, in effect interrupting the legally
mandated perpetual succession. This
was problematic in that many people
depended on forest products for all
kinds of inputs to their subsistence
and livelihood needs. In practice,
such rules might be overlooked by
authorities, especially in light of the
resource constraints faced by the
authorities themselves to support the
production of the assessments. Yet,
this perhaps unnecessary situation in
some cases also facilitated corruption.
Forest authorities had been known to
demand payments to provide ser-
vices. Some collected bribes to pro-
mote certain CFUGs ahead in the list
or to conduct assessments in a timely
manner.
Additionally, not all communities,
and not all forests, were able to
produce the higher-intensity forest
products promoted in scientiﬁc as-
sessments, like timber. Some CFUGs
that did not have valuable timber
struggled to come up with payments
and ended up at the bottom of the
list. Not all communities even wan-
ted to engage in intensive timber
production. Some communities were
invested in other sectors, like tour-
ism; many simply used the forest for
subsistence purposes. This made it
unclear whether such assessments
should be imposed across the board.
The nurturing of closed canopy,
timber-rich forests would also re-
duce the availability of many of the
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non-timber forest products that
many lower-income rural households
depended on for their livelihood.26
Second, there were also problems that
emerged within resource-dependent
communities. The requirement that
scientiﬁc forest assessments be con-
ducted had contributed to division
within communities themselves. This
was because those who held the
prerequisite knowledge of techni-
cal processes—not least literacy and
numeracy as well as any familiarity
with technological instruments—were
more likely to be invited and able to
participate in activities and discus-
sions around forest assessments and
planning. Literacy and numeracywere
associated with basic formal educa-
tion (which many, especially women,
lacked in Nepal, where adult literacy
rates hovered at under 60 percent) and
generally made a person more conﬁ-
dent and visible within a community.
As a result, those with some educa-
tion might be more likely to be se-
lected to local leadership positions,
including within CFUGs. Interacting
with state forest ofﬁcials in turn
could provide invaluable opportuni-
ties to build social networks, through
which new opportunities for social
mobility could arise. Poudel himself
was a perfect example. Being from a
small village, he knew that he had
beneﬁtted from his professional for-
estry education. But, he had also
worked to develop critical self-re-
ﬂection about the assumptions he
held as a forestry expert in decision-
making and participatory settings.
In other words, this requirement,
however inadvertently, also consti-
tuted an additional mechanism for
excluding more vulnerable persons
in a community. Because they could
not ‘speak the same language’ of
science, they were less likely to be
included—irrespective of their actual
knowledge of the forest.27 But were
the scientiﬁc forest assessments neces-
sary?Were thereways inwhich sound
approaches could be implemented
without excluding people who lacked
a more formal education?
Third, there were problems for the
forest resources. The quality of a
management plan depended on the
quality of data informing it. Plans
were useless if forest inventories were
done haphazardly or too infrequently.
Unfortunately, forest inventorieswere
very resource-demanding. Poudel
feared—well, actually, he knew—that
resource-strained forestry ofﬁcials
faced incentives to take shortcuts.
Time pressure, minimal access to
supportive technologies, and limited
human resources all contributed to
poorly conducted forest assessments.
Yet, these assessments were used to
inform management plans and har-
vesting prescriptions. If based on a
model thatwas applied incorrectly, the
prescriptions might call for over- or
under-harvesting. This translated into
harm for both forests and people.1
What did this mean, then, for the
actual forest management that was
taking place across the country?
Some research indicated that local
communities drew on other forms of
knowledge to inform their manage-
ment practices under participatory
forestry. These communities con-
sidered scientiﬁc management plans
ofﬁcial prerequisites to gain recog-
nized authority over forests rather
than relevant support for practical
forest management. In other words,
not all communities used the scien-
tiﬁc management plans in practice.
(In fact, Poudel had visited Tanzania
only a few weeks back for a forestry
conference, and the same issue had
been under deliberation there: the
importance of scientiﬁcally-informed
management plans for community
managed forests.)6
Some CFUGs in Nepal also had re-
cently illustrated the futility of their
scientiﬁcmanagement plans for actual
forest management. In these cases, the
forest conditions appeared sound, yet
some groups were not even aware of
the details of their plan, while others
had signiﬁcantly reduced annual har-
vesting limits because they lacked
conﬁdence in their plan.
Communitymembers in these groups
implemented straightforward visual
assessments as a basis for decision
making about silviculture and har-
vesting, and drew from their lifetime
of experience to conserve their forest
resources.
Fourth, there were problems faced
by subnational forest ofﬁcials. For-
est ofﬁcials and particularly the DFO
were tasked with supporting the pro-
duction of resource-demanding as-
sessments along with their other
responsibilities of reviewing and
approving management plans and
other documents. They were ac-
countable for this to their superiors
at the Ministry level, but they also
lived with the citizens they were
supposed to serve. The requirement
to assist CFUGs had created an
enormous backlog that was due in
large part to the lack of resources at
their level, which put them in a tight
spot on multiple fronts. It was be-
coming clear to a growing number of
Nepalis that the problems of scien-
tiﬁc forestry, and technical forest
assessments, were multiple.
Time to Take a Position
As testament to the thorny nature of
the problem, quarrels over the rights
provided for in national policy had
now persisted over several decades
among communities, civil society,
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and subnational and national gov-
ernment.15,28 Some of these argu-
ments had emerged from the
increasing technical demands placed
upon communities, embodied in the
requirement to produce scientiﬁc
assessments.22 Others were reactions
to the political and economic inter-
ests that were served when scien-
tiﬁc forestry was pursued across the
board.23
At a recent international conference on
the future of community forestry pol-
icy and practice, Poudel was reminded
how divisive the issue had become.
Following a presentation by an inter-
national researcher on emerging issues
of inventory-based community forest
planning, one of his superiors at the
Ministry had ﬁnally exclaimed:
I don’t see why people are debat-
ing the role of scientiﬁc forestry
for sustainable management. Sci-
entiﬁc and sustainable forestry is
not the question. The question is,
how do we create employment
from forests, how do we contrib-
ute to national budget from for-
ests? Whether we need scientiﬁc
forestry is not the issue.
Yet, a representative of the Federation
of Community Forestry Users Nepal
(FECOFUN), a formal network of
Forest User Groups (FUGs) from all
over Nepal, also gave important in-
sights from the perspective of civil
society:
We are not against the inventory
system; it just has to be within
the communities’ understanding.
To decide any kind of sustain-
able system, we cannot disregard
the indigenous practices. Setting
those aside would be dangerous.
There is much data that should
be taken down to the local level—
people should understand what
they have.
The issues raised the question of
whether the scientiﬁc forest manage-
ment plans were useful management
tools or represented superﬂuous and
burdensome bureaucratic measures in
participatory forestry. Were they op-
pressive vestiges of colonialism, or
tools for widespread development and
pathways out of poverty?
Clearly, the conﬂicts were mounting,
but should the forest assessments be
retained, revised, or removed? What
should be done to achieve the ob-
jectives of the program, to support
forest users, to satisfy forest bureau-
crats, and to promote the country’s
interests at large?
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